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THE OCTAGON: STREET FRONT 



THE OCTAGON, WASHINGTON, D. C. 

HEADQUARTERS OF THE AMERICAN INSTITUTE OF ARCHITECTS 

By Lionel Moses 



ARCHITECTURE has never found higher ex- 
/A pression in the United States than during that 
period represented by the building known as 
the Octagon at Washington, D. C, now the head- 
quarters of the American Institute of Architects. 

This building is of great interest not only his- 
torically but also from an artistic point of view 
and no great foresight is required to prophesy that 
before many years have passed it will be one of 
the much visited points of interest for those who 
go to our Federal Capital. 

The original owner of the Octagon was Colonel 
John Tayloe of Mount Airy, Virginia, who built 
it as a winter residence, the suggestion that 
Colonel Tayloe reside in the city of Washington 
coming from his friend General George Washing- 
ton who at that time (1797) was very much 
interested in the new city which was fast taking 
form on the Potomac. 

Having bought the land at the corner of New 
York Avenue and 18th Street for the sum of 
$1000.00, Doctor William Thornton, architect, was 
commissioned to make plans for the new residence 
and during its construction General Washington 
visited the building as it progressed. It is safe, 
therefore, to assume that the artistic qualities of 
the house represent, in a measure, the taste of 
Washington and no doubt there are features which 
were possibly suggested by him. 



The Memoirs of Benjamin Ogle Tayloe, son of 
John Tayloe of the Octagon, furnished most inter- 
esting descriptions of the society of the time and 
many anecdotes of prominent men of the period. 
Until the death of Colonel Tayloe the Octagon was 
noted for its entertainments which were given in a 
most generous manner to both Americans and 
foreigners. 

The hospitality of the house was extended by 
Colonel Tayloe to such personages as Jefferson, 
Madison, Monroe, Decatur, Webster and Lafayette, 
but the most interesting historical event connected 
with the Octagon was its occupancy by President 
James Madison as the Executive Mansion after the 
British burned the White House in 1814. 

Tradition says that John Tayloe from his home 
in Mt. Airy where he was living at the time sent a 
courier to Madison offering the Octagon for his use. 
This offer was accepted and Madison moved into 
the Octagon on September 8th, 1814. We have 
no data as to just how long he occupied the house 
but it was certainly more than a year. 

The Treaty of Peace with Great Britain, ending 
the War of 1812, was drawn up and signed in 
Ghent in December 1814, and became effective 
when Madison wrote his ratification on the back 
of the Treaty. This he did in the circular second- 
story room of the Octagon Feb. 17, 1815 on the 
table which is now in the same room. 
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This table has an interesting history, 
removal from the Octagon it passed into the 
sion of John Ogle Tayloe of Ferndeaux, 
King George County, Virginia, and 
remained in his possession until 
October 30, 1897 when it was 
sold to Mrs. 0. H. Voorhies 
and sent by Mr. Tayloe to her 
residence in San Francisco, 
California, where it re- 
mained until the great 
fire and earthquake in 
1906. When the fire 
approached and it was 
foreseen that the 
house was doomed, the 
table was hastily taken 
away. In describing 
its removal Mrs. Voor- 
hies says: "We wrapped 
sheets around the circu- 
lar part of the table, 
when part of its journey 
it went turning around as 
a wheel to a place of safety." 
The San Francisco Chapter 
of the American Institute 
of Architects purchased this 
table from Mrs. Voorhies for a 
thousand dollars and sent it to 
Washington in 1911. The second story 
circular room was used by Madison as 
an office and he and Dolly Madison used 
the Eastern suite on the same floor, 



On its consisting of a large room and two dressing-rooms 
posses- as their private apartments. 

In 1899 the Institute leased the Octagon. 
At that time it was in charge of a 
caretaker and the beautiful build- 
ing had become almost squalid 
but fortunately not a wreck, 
for the only material damage 
was the incrusted dirt every- 
where and a few missing 
plaster ornaments. 

In 1902 Mr. Charles 
F o 1 1 e n McKim, then 
president of the Insti- 
tute, authorized the 
purchase of the prop- 
erty for the Institute 
for $30,000 and went 
so far as to agree to 
send his own check for 
one-third of this amount 
in order to insure its 
purchase. 
During a later adminis- 
tration the final purchase 
money was raised and the 
house became the property of 
the Institute. Soon after this 
the Octagon commenced to attract 
attention and fifty thousand dollars 
was offered for it, but of course refused. 
At the present time a fund is being 

Dr ' AMHmCT™*' raised t0 restore the building and 
from a Miniature grounds to their original state and to 
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furnish it in the 

manner of its 

original time, to 

be opened to the 

public and shown 

as an exemplar of 

good taste of the 

period of 1800. 
The Octagon 

house is a very 

interesting type 

of Georgian or 

Adam design, 

built of red brick 

and trimmed 

with sandstone. 

The front is laid 

in Flemish bond, 

and the arches, 

are of rubbed- 

face brick, a com- 
mon method of 

giving a slight 

contrast. The 

proportions are 

excellent and the 

details of mold- 
ings are very 

charming. 

The house was 

originally on 

ground higher 

than now, the 

streets having 

been lowered. The 

yard on the street 

line is enclosed 

by a high brick wall, while the stable and its yard 

are cut off from the house by a terrace wall. 

The indication from the character of the brick 

work and bonding shows that the sections of the 

out-buildings and fence were built at later periods 

than the house. The house originally had a flat- 
decked roof and was encircled by a parapet wall 

with high plaster panels over the vertical line of 

the windows. 

The rear with secluded garden gives an idea of 

quiet ease free from the bustle of city life where 

one might walk and forget his troubles. 

One enters the house from the porch into a 

circular hall, tile-paved, twenty feet in diameter, 

through 
which is 
seen the 
staircase 
of simple 
beauty. To 
the right 
of the hall is a coat- 
room and to the left 
an anteroom leading 
into the dining-room. 
The drawing-room to 



Arch Between' the 
Vestibule and Stairway 




Mantel ix Dolly Madisoh's Room 



the right of the 
hall, while not 
what might be 
called a very 
large room, is yet 
of such good pro- 
portions as to 
appear quite 
stately. The sec- 
ond story, similar 
in plan to the 
first, is subdivid- 
ed so as to give a 
dressing - room 
and bedroom 
over the drawing- 
room and two 
bedrooms over 
the dining-room. 
The attic or 
third- story is 
given over to bed- 
rooms and is simi- 
lar in plan to the 
second story. The 
basement, high 
out of ground, 
contains cellar 
and kitchen. 

The interior of 
the house derives 
a particular 
charm from the 
delicate character 
of the architraves, 
the leaf orna- 
m e n t s in the 
cornices and from the proportions and details of 
the mantels. The house is also interesting because 
of the old English framing of woodwork throughout. 
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A glance at the details illustrated 

gives one an idea of the exquisite 

refinement of the mouldings and 

ornamentation which is of the same 

character throughout the house. It 

will all bear the closest examina- 
tion, so carefully are the mouldings 

designed and the carvings and 

castings executed. The fireplaces 

are especially worthy of note for 

two reasons. The one, that they 

are remarkably shallow yet they 

draw perfectly, thus assuring a 

maximum amount of heat for the 

fuel consumed; the other, on 

account of their well-preserved and 

careful carvings so beautifully pro- 
portioned and designed. 

The cement composition used in 

the drawing-room and dining-room 
mantels and the caps and bases of the front portico 
is of a buff color. The modeling of the ornaments 
is as sharp and clear as the day they were made 
and strange to say exhibits no chipped edges or 
other marrings, so excellent was this cast cement. 
As has been written of the Octagon: "We can 
well imagine the old house in that period, with its 
simple tinted walls, polished longleaf pine floors, 
polished mahogany doors on the first floor, white 
woodwork, with the mantels elaborately carved and 
sometimes relieved by gold, the elaborate and deli- 
cate cornices, crystal chandeliers, Adams, Sheraton, 
and Empire mahogany furniture, paintings by 
Stuart and some of the better English painters 
of the day — a simple, re- 
fined and stately en- 
semble. We may 
easily visualize the 
courtly charac- 
ter 
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entertainments which added life, color and beauty 
to the attractive surroundings; the men in their 
picturesque costumes, with knee-breeches, silk and 
satin long waistcoats and swallow-tailed coats, 
softened by the flowing ruffles of shirt-fronts and 
wristbands; the ladies in their Empire dresses of 
soft silk, showing to advantage their pleasing 
poses and charming figures in the delight- 
ful and stately combinations of the 
graceful minuets which were often 
danced on the floors of the Octagon." 
As has been stated, the architect of 
the Octagon was Dr. William Thornton 
who was one of the first, as he was 
one of the most interesting of the 
profession in this country. He was 
born in the West Indies in 1761 where 
either his father or his uncle was 
governor of the Island of Tqrtola. He 
was an inventor, a painter, a poet and 
a man of letters. His architectural 
education was apparently self-ac- 
quired. Strangely enough his name 
has not linked with other great de- . 
signers, yet he designed many beauti- 
ful buildings. 

In the history of the Octagon — to- 
gether with the many beautiful draw- 
ings of its details — we are much 
indebted to Mr. Glenn Brown who for 
many years, as Secretary of the 
American Institute of Architects, made 
his headquarters in the building where 
he was a leader in the cause of art 
on all occasions. 



